98.   ENTERING VILLAGES

Wherever I go I observe more suffering than happiness and
also discover that we ourselves are the cause of that suffering.

Most of the welcome addresses which I received in Bengal
mentioned the ravages of Kalaazar and other diseases. The
workers in Bengal have responded admirably to my appeal. I had
asked that welcome addresses should contain information about
the people's condition rather than praise of me. I find my sug-
gestion fully acted upon in most welcome addresses and I have
by now plenty of information. In some places the population is
dwindling because the people have been dying of various diseases.
Now to the diseases of the body has been added the curse of a
plant called water-hyacinth, that plays havoc with cereal crops.
I do not know its Indian name. It is said that some person un-
wittingly brought it from the West. From wherever it was intro-
duced, it is to be seen stretching for miles in the waters of the
Padma river. This plant destroys cereal crops. Wherever it is
seen growing, the paddy crops in the fields on the banks of the
river in those parts have been almost completely destroyed. The
Government has of course launched measures to destroy this poi-
sonous weed, but so far none of them is known to have proved
effective.

Who will help regions suffering from such hardships? And
how? Without baowing the problems of villages, no remedies
can be devised. The condition will improve only when the prevail-
ing state of ignorance in rural areas is replaced by the light of
knowledge. The people do not know the rules of healthy living.
They bathe in and drink from the same tank in which they clean
their bodies, scrub utensils and from which cattie drink. It simply
does not occur to anyone to drain away stagnant water from
marshy swamps by means of a shallow canal; even if it does, it
is nobody's job and, therefore, no one does it.

The people are too poor to afford wholesome and nutritious
food, which they need, let alone being able to pay for medicines.
Villagers, it is assumed, do not require change of air.

Some customs too are so cruel that they kill both the body
and the soul. Girls of very tender age are married off! A girl of
13 becomes a mother! A seven-year-old girl becomes a widow!
Some of them do not know their husbands. How can a seven-year-
old girl know what a husband is?
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